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Arkansas, like much of the southeastern United States, is experiencing economic expansion along-
side a wave of record-high immigration. Only a small fraction of the nation’s nearly 36 million immi-
grants—about 100,000—live in Arkansas, and immigrants represent just 4 percent of the state’s total
population. However, the population of immigrants in Arkansas is growing much faster than the
national average, as is the case for many neighboring states. 

This summary report and two companion volumes were commissioned by the Winthrop
Rockefeller Foundation to fully discuss key demographic trends, economic factors, and public-policy
issues associated with immigrants in Arkansas. The first volume, “Immigrant Workers, Families, and
Their Children,” provides a demographic overview of the state’s foreign-born population, explores
the composition of the immigrant labor force, and describes trends in the state’s population of chil-
dren in immigrant families. The second volume, “Impacts on the Arkansas Economy,” describes
immigrants’ purchasing power, tax contributions, fiscal costs, and indirect economic impacts through
spin-off jobs. This report highlights the findings from those two volumes.

Demographics of the Arkansas Foreign-Born Population

• Arkansas had the fourth-fastest-growing immigrant population nationwide between 1990
and 2000: 196 percent. The state’s immigrant population nearly tripled from 25,000 to
74,000 during the 1990s. Between 2000 and 2005, Arkansas was tied for fourth in its foreign-
born growth rate (37 percent). The southeastern states of North Carolina, Georgia, Tennessee,
Kentucky, South Carolina, and Alabama were also among the 10 states with the fastest grow-
ing immigrant populations during at least one of these periods. 

• Arkansas had the fastest growing Hispanic population nationwide between 2000 and
2005 (48 percent).

• Following the pattern for other southeastern new-growth states, Arkansas has a greater
share of recently arrived Mexican and other Latin American immigrants than is the case
nationally. The state’s foreign-born population is heavily Hispanic: Mexico and other Latin
American countries accounted for two-thirds of the state’s immigrants in 2005, compared with
about half nationally 

• While the majority of Arkansas immigrants are from Latin America, one-third hail from
other destinations, including Europe and Asia. In 2005, 18 percent of Arkansas’ foreign-
born population came from Asia; 12 percent came from Europe, Canada, or Oceania; and 
3 percent came from Africa and other countries (figure 1). 
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• About half of Arkansas immigrants are undocumented; most come to the state for work.
Like other southern states with large shares of Mexican immigrants, Arkansas has many undoc-
umented immigrants. In 2004–05, 51 percent of Arkansas immigrants were undocumented,
compared with 29 percent nationally. In 2000, the employment rate for undocumented men
(81 percent) was higher than that for legal immigrant, naturalized citizen, or U.S.-born men.

• The highest foreign-born population shares can be found along the western edge of
Arkansas, with the largest communities in Springdale, Rogers, Fayetteville, and Fort
Smith. The Little Rock metropolitan area also has a substantial immigrant population. In 2005,
four counties—Benton, Washington, Sebastian, and Pulaski—included almost two-thirds 
(63 percent) of the state’s immigrants.

Immigrants in the Arkansas Labor Force

• For the most part, the growth of the immigrant population in Arkansas has been a form
of labor replacement. Between 1990 and 2000, the native-born population of Arkansas grew
only 12 percent; between 2000 and 2005, it did not grow at all. From 1990 to 2000, the num-
ber of native workers in manufacturing in the state fell by 9,000 (4 percent), while the number
of immigrants rose by 12,000 (294 percent). Overall, the Arkansas manufacturing sector has
been shedding jobs since 1995, but immigrants have slowed down that decline (figure 2).

• The manufacturing industry employs by far the most Arkansas immigrants. In 2000, 
42 percent of immigrants were employed in manufacturing, with the majority of these (56 per-
cent) working in poultry or other meat processing. 

• Mexican and Central American immigrants are substantially less educated than native-
born Arkansas residents, but European and Asian immigrants are better educated than
natives. In 2000, over three-quarters (78 percent) of Mexican immigrants age 25 and over had
not graduated from high school, over three times the rate for native-born adults (24 percent).
In contrast, other Asians, Europeans, and immigrants from other regions (primarily South
America and Africa) are more likely than native-born adults to have high school degrees. 
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Figure 1.  Region of Origin for Arkansas Immigrants, 2005
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• The immigrant groups with the least education also earn the lowest wages. In 1999,
median hourly wages for Mexicans and other Central Americans ($7.50 and $8.50, respec-
tively) were well beneath the median for natives ($11.00). All other immigrant groups earned
wages as high or higher than those for natives. Asian immigrants (excluding Southeast Asians)
had the highest wages of any group: $14.00 an hour. 

• Poverty fell among Arkansas residents during the economic boom of the 1990s, but it rose
somewhat among immigrants. Between 1989 and 1999, native-born Arkansas residents expe-
rienced a considerable reduction in poverty (4 percentage points), with the steepest drop occur-
ring among native-born blacks (11 percent). In contrast, the poverty rate for immigrants rose
(by 2 percentage points), as did poverty among Hispanics overall (by 3 percent).

Immigrant Families and Children

• The number of children in immigrant families in Arkansas grew 276 percent between
1990 and 2000, a rate exceeded by only one other state—North Carolina. In 2000, almost
6 percent of children in Arkansas were children of immigrants—that is, they had at least one
foreign-born parent. Two-thirds (66 percent) of Hispanic children and over three-quarters 
(79 percent) of Asian children in Arkansas lived in immigrant families, compared with only 
1 and 2 percent of white and black children. 

• Children in immigrant families are more likely than those in native-born families to live
with two parents. In 2000, the shares of children in Arkansas living in two-parent families were
85 to 89 percent for children of immigrants (with some variation by parental origin), 81 per-
cent for whites in native-born families, 58 percent for Hispanics, and 45 percent for blacks.

• Children of immigrants are as likely as natives to live in working families. Among children
living with their fathers, over 90 percent of children of immigrants and those of natives had
working fathers in 2000. The share of children with employed mothers ranged from 68 to 
75 percent for children of natives and those in most immigrant families—except for Mexican
and Central American families, where the maternal employment rate was lower (56 percent). 

• Arkansas’ Hispanic children—those with foreign- or native-born parents—have poverty
rates over twice as high as those for non-Hispanic white children but below the rate for
black children. In 2000, children in immigrant families from Mexico or Central America and
Hispanic children in native-born families had similar official poverty rates (32–37 percent),
below the rate for blacks in native-born families (41 percent). Poverty rates for these three
groups of children were higher than for Native American children (23 percent); children in

Figure 2.  Growth in Number of Workers Age 18 to 64 for 
                  Selected Arkansas Industries,  1990–2000

Source: Urban Institute analysis of Census IPUMS data for 1990 and 2000.
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immigrant families from Europe, Canada, and Australia (19 percent); children of Asian immi-
grants (13 percent); and white children in native-born families (14 percent) (figure 3). 

• When controlling for race and ethnicity, homeownership rates are similar between immi-
grant and native families. Children in immigrant families from Europe, Canada, Australia,
and Asia were about as likely as white children in native-born families to have parents who
owned their homes, with rates ranging from 73 to 80 percent among these groups in 2000.
Similarly, children in immigrant families from Mexico and Central America were about as likely
as children in Hispanic and black native-born families to have parents who owned their own
homes (42–49 percent). 

• Children with parents born in Mexico or Central America are three to six times more
likely to live in overcrowded housing—more than two people per bedroom—than chil-
dren of natives and other children of immigrants. In 2000, almost one-third (31 percent) of
children in Mexican or Central American immigrant families lived in crowded housing, com-
pared with only 4 percent of Hispanic children of natives, 7 percent of Asian children of immi-
grants, and 5 percent of black children of natives. The crowding rate was just over 1 percent for
non-Hispanic white children of natives. Mexican and Central America immigrant households
are more likely than other households to include four or more siblings, extended family mem-
bers, and children or adults who are not related. 

• Limited English proficient (LEP) students—those reported by the schools as having lim-
ited English skills—are concentrated in a handful of districts, mostly in northwest and
western Arkansas. In 2004–05, 62 percent of LEP children in kindergarten through 12th
grade attended school in just five districts: Springdale, Rogers, Fort Smith, Little Rock and
Fayetteville. According to Arkansas Department of Education data, the number of LEP stu-
dents in Arkansas rose 123 percent between 1999–2000 and 2004–05.

Economic and Fiscal Impacts of Arkansas Immigrants

• The total economic impact of immigrants on the Arkansas economy is about $3 billion.
Arkansas immigrants had an estimated total after-tax income of $2.7 billion in 2004.
Approximately 20 percent of this was sent home to families abroad, saved, or used for interest

4 A Profile of Immigrants in Arkansas Executive Summary

Figure 3.  Share of Arkansas Children Living in Official Poverty, 2000

Source: Calculated from Census 2000 5 percent IPUMS by Donald J. Hernandez.
Note: “Europe, etc.” includes Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.
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payments. The remaining spending had a total impact on the state of $2.9 billion, over half of
which was concentrated in four counties (Benton, Washington, Sebastian, and Pulaski). Three-
quarters of the economic impact occurred in the northwest, west, and central regions of the
state (figure 4).

• Immigrant populations in nine counties (Benton, Craighead, Crawford, Faulkner,
Garland, Pulaski, Saline, Sebastian, and Washington) had economic impacts of more than
$45 million in 2004 (figure 5).

• Immigrants (and their U.S.-born children) have a small but positive net fiscal impact on
the Arkansas state budget. The large and growing immigrant population was reflected in a fis-
cal impact on the state budget of $237 million in 2004 (taking into account the costs of edu-
cation, health services, and corrections). Those costs were more than balanced by direct and
indirect tax contributions of $257 million, resulting in a net surplus to the state budget of $19
million—approximately $158 per immigrant. Though education is calculated as a fiscal cost in
this report, expenditures to educate immigrants’ children represent an important investment
in Arkansas’ future workforce that could pay substantial returns to the state through increased
worker productivity and economic growth.

• Along with directly and indirectly generating almost $3 billion annually in Arkansas busi-
ness revenues, immigrant workers contribute substantially to the economic output of the
state and to the cost-competitiveness of key industries. For example, without immigrant
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Figure 4.  Economic Impact of Immigrants in Arkansas Regions, 2004 (thousands of dollars)

Source: Kenan Institute of Private Enterprise, 2006.
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labor, the output of the state’s manufacturing industry would likely be lowered by about $1.4
billion—or about 8 percent of the industry’s $16.2 billion total contribution to the gross state
product in 2004. Conversely, the state’s manufacturing wage bill would have been as much as
$95 million higher if the same output were to be maintained without immigrant workers. These
labor-cost savings help keep Arkansas’ businesses competitive and are passed on in the form of
lower prices to Arkansas and other U.S. consumers.  

• Immigrant purchasing power is only partially tapped in many localities. Immigrants,
through their purchasing power, are providing opportunities for local businesses to make more
money than would be the case if immigrants were not present, but local businesses are not tak-
ing full advantage of this opportunity. In other words, immigrants are spending some of their
income outside their local communities because they cannot find the goods and services they
need nearby. While the dollar value of immigrants’ potential consumer spending is consider-
ably higher in areas with large foreign-born populations, the benefit of immigrants’ purchasing
power may be even more important in areas with little total population or economic activity—
especially in small towns and rural communities with high immigrant population shares.

• The total impact of immigrant spending may increase to $5.2 billion (in 2004 constant
dollars) by 2010 if current trends continue. As many as 84,700 spin-off jobs could be gen-
erated by this spending, contributing $303 million to Arkansas’s state and local taxes. At the
same time, if the experience of other states is any guide, family reunification and family for-
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Figure 5.  Economic Impact of Immigrants in Selected Arkansas Counties, 2004
                  (thousands of dollars)

Source: Kenan Institute of Private Enterprise, 2006.

$384,601

$363,933

$47,788
$64,140

$64,380

$52,928
$76,354

$293,825

$478,261

BENTON

WASHINGTON

CRAWFORD 

SEBASTIAN

GARLAND 
SALINE 

PULASKI

FAULKNER 

CRAIGHEAD 



mation may begin to increase the costs of immigration by changing the population composi-
tion to include a higher proportion of children.

• We expect this impact to increasingly diffuse throughout much of the state, although the
four counties with the largest immigrant populations—Benton, Washington, Sebastian,
and Pulaski—will likely continue to benefit the most from immigrant labor and spending.
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